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The thesis aims to examine Hawthorne’s religious thoughts and its embodiment in 
The Scarlet Letter.  
The thesis includes the introduction, three chapters and the conclusion.  
 “Chapter One Hawthorne’s Religious Views” provides Hawthorne’s different 
religious views in his different writings, in order to present the various forms of 
religious expression. This chapter continues to illustrate the causes of Hawthorne’s 
religious views: first, it is related to Hawthorne’s childhood experience and working 
experience; second, it is influenced by his emotional background; third, it is related to 
Hawthorne’s intellectual identity which is manifested in Dimmesdale in the novel. 
This chapter later explicates Hawthorne’s main religious views and their 
characteristics. It points out that Hawthorne’s religious views are embodied in his 
belief of predestinarianism and Evil of Man. The feature is religious diversity. 
Hawthorne’s religious diversity is embodied in his ambiguous attitudes toward 
Puritanism and the religion of his own style.  
“Chapter Two Hawthorne’s Religious Views in The Scarlet Letter” illuminates 
how Hawthorne explicates his religious views in the novel. Through depicting 
Dimmesdale’s transgression and Hester’s salvation, it illustrates the relationship 
between New England priest and church and the position female occupies in the 
church, with a view to disclosing the decline of Christian church in the 17th century 
with the influence of the collapse of interior structure and attack from exterior 
strength. Apart from the ascending status of women, the rise of science and 
participation of politics become the external reasons for the decline of Christian 
church. Marxist theory of economic base and superstructure is applied to demonstrate 
Hester’s relationship with the puritan community and the ideological conflicts are 
presented to explicate the ambivalence between Dimmesdale and the church and 















“Chapter Three Puritan Heritage” analyzes the change of church from the 
perspectives of internal power change and external setting transformation. The part of 
internal power probes into the existence of God. By comparing the different church 
conditions before the decline and after the decline, it concludes that God always exists. 
Besides, this chapter describes subjects’ lives and destinies under God’s decree. With 
the change of setting in the church, the role of church has also gone through 
fundamental change.  
In the conclusion part, apart from restating the main ideas of the thesis, I further 
illustrate the influence Hawthorne’s religious views and works exert upon those 
American writers’ writings. To better demonstrate Hawthorne’s influence, I choose to 
compare the religious views between Nathaniel Hawthorne and John Updike, a 
contemporary American novelist, poet and literary critic. 
The conclusion also illuminates the realistic meaning of the research on the 
relationship between Dimmesdale’s death and the decline of Christian church in the 
17th century in New England. The realistic meaning is providing research resources 
for American democracy which advocates the spirit of freedom. 
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Nathaniel Hawthorne, the famous American writer, was born in Salem, 
Massachusetts, on 4 July 1804. Henry T. Tuckerman once describes Hawthorne’s style 
and subjects as “There is a certain uniformity in Hawthorne's style and manner, but a 
remarkable versatility in his subjects” (Tuckerman 343).  E.P. Whipple also presents 
his opinion on the style of Hawthorne’s early books, “more than the simplicity and 
clearness of an ordinary school-book” (Whipple 614). During the sixty years of his 
life, he created works including The Scarlet Letter, The Marble Faun and The 
Blithedale Romance. He married Sophia Peabody in 1842 and moved to Concord, 
Massachusetts. His marriage provided him a new opportunity to write about religion 
in his writings. From 1846 to 1849, he acted as a surveyor in the Salem Custom 
House and showed his loyalty to the Democratic Party.   
Most of Hawthorne’s early works were published anonymously. The publishing 
of The Scarlet Letter has aroused critics’ attention both in the west and in China. Up 
to now, it has twenty-eight different versions. The novel was first published in 1850 
with a new edition every year. In the past, critical essays have been written on the 
novel itself, the themes, characters and social environment in the novel. 
Nina Baym emphasizes the canon status of The Scarlet Letter in her 
“Hawthorne’s Scarlet Letter Producing and Maintaining An American Literary 
Classic” by comparing it with Herman Melville’s Moby Dick which struggles to have 
ten editions in seventy years. She probes into the question whether The Scarlet Letter 
should be called a classic. And she contends that the classic position of the novel has 
not changed all the way and further explicates that literature also plays an important 
role in cultural areas. Apart from the comments on the novel itself, Baym also present 
the function of Puritanism in her article by emphasizing the authoritative and 
repressive function of Puritanism over Dimmesdale and Hester.  

















The Scarlet Letter” about the important role public confession plays in courts and 
churches. In The Scarlet Letter, from the first chapter to the last chapter, we have the 
crossexamination of Hester to the final trial on Dimmesdale, which shows the 
essential role public confession plays in the 17th century New England.  
Apart from the criticisms on the novel itself and Puritanism, critics also probe 
into The Scarlet Letter from the perspective of depicting the relationship between 
Puritanism and two protagonists, Arthur Dimmesdale and Hester Prynne. William H. 
Nolte points out in his article“Hawthorne’s Dimmesdale A Small Man Gone Wrong” 
that Hester is actually an “Anti-Puritan” who establishes a closer relationship with 
transcendentalists rather than puritans（Nolte 170). Nolte continues to describe 
Dimmesdale’s “Puritan moralizing” as “his most despicable flaw” (Nolte 172). The 
author approves the un-Puritanical feature in both Hester’s and Dimmesdale’s 
relationship with Puritanism, which gives a panorama of Hawthorne’s overall view on 
religion.  
    There are criticisms mainly about the two protagonists, Hester and Dimmesdale’s 
characteristics. As the woman protagonist in the novel, Hester Prynne has been the 
critical center of many critics. For instance, in Jamie Barlowe’s article “Rereading 
Women: Hester Prynne-Ism and the Scarlet Mob of Scribblers”, he analyzes Hester 
Prynne from the perspective of woman scholarship and compares it with man 
scholarship. In the article, “The Type of Shame Hester Prynne as Jeremiad”, David L. 
Arnold compares Hester’s redemption and contribution to the community and 
community’s acceptance of her to “the function of jeremiad” (Arnold 51). 
Besides, previous critics have done researches on the priest, Dimmesdale. Edward 
H. Davidson explores the theme of Dimmesdale’s transgression in his article, 
“Dimmesdale’s Fall”. He approves the positive effect of “Fall” and says the fall “is 
the beginning of understanding” which gives a new explanation to Dimmesdale’s 
committing sin with Hester. And it points out that his fall is both a “religious” and 
“philosophical” issue.  
Apart from the critical essays on The Scarlet Letter by foreign critics, there are 

















University, argues in her article “Sin and Redemption: The Christian Ethic 
Interpretation of Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter” that the novel can not be regarded 
as an attack upon the Christian ethics but a reflection of the core of Christian ethics: 
Human’s universal sin and the pity and redemption of sin by human beings. 
To sum up, previous critics center on the research on the novel itself, the 
relationship between Hester and Dimmesdale and Puritanism and the protagonists’ 
characters. 
The reasons for the investigation of The Scarlet Letter in the thesis are as follows: 
Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter is a reflection of reality. Famous American critic 
Richard Chase remarks in “The American Novel and Its Tradition” that Hawthorne’s 
novels are “mirror-like”, what’s more, “they give us a static and pictorial version of 
reality” (Chase 71). Though The Scarlet Letter is set on the soil of 17th century New 
England, it not only shows the panorama of the social circumstances during the 17th 
century but also provides useful resources for modern research.  
Apart from that, The Scarlet Letter probes into the role womanhood plays in 
religious services. Hester Prynne is an example. T. Walter Herbert, JR presents in his 
article that “womanly selfhood is now recognized as a derivative counterpart of the 
self-sufficing combative style of manhood then acquiring supremacy” (Herbert 285). 
Womanhood contradicts manhood in terms of different classes, experiences and world 
views. This contradiction forms the social ambivalence which is destined to arouse 
revolutionary reactions. This is the revolution caused by gender differences and will 
in turn give in-depth explanation to the relationship between female and religion.  
Compared with other American writers, Hawthorne’s religious views reflected in 
The Scarlet Letter possess more striking features of Puritanism. Nolte says in his 
journal that “Hawthorne was a Puritan, perhaps the Puritan of Puritans among the 
Great American Writers” (Nolte 185). Hawthorne can be called a Puritan and more 
puritanical than other American writers and the creation of The Scarlet Letter reflects 
Hawthorne’s religious views, especially his puritanical views.  
Therefore, the reason for taking The Scarlet Letter as the research case is that the 

















religious service and reflecting Hawthorne’s religious views. 
Hawthorne’s religious views are also presented in his other writings, such as The 
Marble Faun (1859) and The Blithedale Romance (1852). In those novels, Hawthorne 
explores the relationship between an individual and a community and whether a 
person could be transformed by confession to the public (Olivia Gatti Taylor 135-136). 
In The Marble Faun, Hawthorne explores the impact of sin on human being. For 
instance, sin exerts influence upon the conscience of Hilda in Rome. Religion 
involves the theme of sin which either educates people to behave orderly or sends 
people to hell. Concerning Hawthorne’s religious views, Taylor continues to claim 
that the phenomenon of civil disorder is caused by the demand of civil order. And this 
cause-and-effect is clearly demonstrated in Puritan ethics. Hawthorne’s religious 
views are closely related to civil order, in other words, the birth of democracy in the 
new era.  
Lastly, my thesis connects realistic meaning to Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter. 
Previous critics put emphasis on the analysis of different characters and their 
symbolic meanings. However, few of them put the protagonists’ destiny under the 
overall circumstance and relate protagonists’ life to the development trend of the 
Christian church. Therefore, my thesis puts emphasis on this point and the analysis 
from the new perspective not only provides a new angle probing into the Christian 
church but also helps to propel the overall cultural development.  
The thesis includes three chapters. For the convenience of analysis, I first 
introduce Hawthorne’s general religious ideas in Chapter One. Chapter One illustrates 
Hawthorne’s overall religious views from three aspects: influence from his childhood 
and working experience, influence from his emotional and intellectual involvement. 
The generalization in Chapter One gets specific explanation in Chapter Two. In 
Chapter Two, I analyze the embodiment of Hawthorne’s religious views in The 
Scarlet Letter. Chapter Two explicates Dimmesdale’s relationship with the Christian 
Church from the perspective of the relationship between human and God. What’s 
more, Hester’s position in church gets its explanation from the angle of feminist 

















theory is applied to further explain the contradictions between Dimmesdale’s ideology 
and God’s ideology and between Hester’s ideology and church’s ideology. 
 Chapter Three introduces the future development of church from the perspective of 
internal and external change. It’s the continuation of Chapter Two. On the basis of the 
prediction of the decline of the Christian church, Chapter Three foretells the 
transformation of church setting and subjects’ life and destiny by comparing the 
situation before the decline and after the decline. 
    The last part, the Conclusion restates the main ideas of the thesis. Besides, it 
extends the research to other American writers’ religious views influenced by 
Hawthorne’s. By comparing different religious views, especially Nathaniel 
Hawthorne’s and John Updike’s, readers probe into Hawthorne’s religious views more 
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Chapter One：Nathaniel Hawthorne’s Views on Religion 
1. Hawthorne’s Religious Views 
1.1 Hawthorne’s Religious Views and His Experiences 
Nathaniel Hawthorne, the great American writer, spent much of his time in 
indulging himself in imagination. His imagination can be seen in his several works. 
For instance, in The Birthmark, Hawthorne imagines a scientist who is eager to wipe 
off the flaw on his wife’s complexion but finally makes her die. In Rappaccini’s 
Daughter, a young student’s affection toward a young girl living in a poisonous 
garden and his attempt to combat the infection leads to the tragedy. His imagination 
also traverses his classic, The Scarlet Letter. 
Readers often wonder about which part of The Scarlet Letter is out of his 
imagination and whether Dimmesdale’s transgression is out of his imagination or 
based on historical documents. The first chapter attributes specific religious meanings 
to Hawthorne’s writings from his childhood and working experiences.  
In Nathaniel Hawthorne’s Tales, the writer puts forward that Hawthorne’s 
working experiences in the customhouse in Boston and the United States consul at 
Liverpool and living experience in Florence, Rome and London render the unique and 
raw background materials for his creation of The Scarlet Letter (McIntosh 414). 
Hawthorne’s working experience makes him think about the world and form 
individual attitudes toward it. His religious views are also originated from his working 
experience and his belief in predestinarianism and human wickedness.  
Born in Salem in 1804, Hawthorne was born with the trace of his ancestral sin 
which haunted his consciousness all his life. From 1821-1825 Hawthorne attended 
Bowdoin College where he made acquaintance with his classmates, Longfellow and 
Franklin Pierce. After graduation, Hawthorne came back to Salem and started his 
writing. His working experience also exerts influence upon his religious ideas. He was 
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Custom House rendered him sparkles of inspiration to create The Scarlet Letter. 
During the writing, his wife, Sophia Hawthorne accompanied him and inspired 
Hawthorne to create Hester Prynne in the novel.  
Hawthorne writes his novel under the shadow of his forefathers. Just as 
mentioned in the preface to the novel, Hawthorne writes the novel under the 
supervision of his ancestors which shows his close relationship with his predecessors 
and it also shows that his creation of The Scarlet Letter has the influence from his 
forefathers. And Hawthorne’s formation of religious views is relevant to his reverence 
to his forefathers.  
    In The Scarlet Letter, Puritanism exerts great influence upon people. And 
Hawthorne holds ambivalent views toward Puritanism.  
Hawthorne himself is labeled as a puritan. In the article “Three Aspects of 
Hawthorne’s”, the author Joseph Schwartz claims that “Nathaniel Hawthorne had 
been charged with being a Puritan either emotionally, imaginatively, or dogmatically 
is a commonplace in Hawthorne scholarship” (Schwartz 192). In the research of 
Hawthorne, Hawthorne is depicted as a “Puritan” either from his emotional 
background or from his works. Therefore, for Hawthorne himself, he has been labeled 
as Puritan himself. And this identity exerts influence upon his creation of works.  
Influenced by his Puritan ancestors, Hawthorne wrote works based on Puritanism. 
In Hawthorne’s view, Puritan society has strict orders, so in The Scarlet Letter, Hester 
Prynne and Arthur Dimmesdale commits sin and are not tolerated by puritan 
community. Traces of puritans can be found in several of Hawthorne’s works. For 
instance, in The Maypole of Merry Mount, conflict between early Puritan colonists 
and the Anglicans is presented and Hawthorne approves Puritans’ ability of setting up 
a nation which Merry Mounters could not accomplish. In The Gentle Boy, the struggle 
between Quakers and Puritans is depicted and during the struggle Quakers are 
defeated by Puritans, thus occupying the oppressed status.  
For himself, Hawthorne holds an ambivalent attitude toward Puritanism. 
Hawthorne doubts the whole puritan system. In Hawthorne’s view, “the religious 
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